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F R O M  T H E  A L L I A N C E

COVID-19 puts the spotlight on food insecurity in rural and 
remote Australia

Australia is a food secure nation that exports 60% of its total 
production.1 Yet, COVID-19 is having an impact on the abil-
ity of rural and remote communities to access sufficient, 
affordable nutritious food. Australia is not alone in experi-
encing pockets of food shortages. A recent joint statement 
from leading international food agencies highlighted the 
consequences that the restrictions have placed on movement 
within and between countries, disrupting food supply chains 
and the availability of food.2

During the early days of the outbreak of COVID-19 when 
panic buying began to take hold in Australia, the Alliance 
was regularly contacted by a member representative from a 
remote NSW town with a high Aboriginal population. He was 
concerned about the persistent and severe food supply short-
ages in his town that could impact household and community 
food security. Further media reports from other parts of the 
country indicated that a reduced food supply in rural areas 
was more general. The small, remote Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander communities have been heavily affected, ac-
cording to a media statement released from The Hon Ken 
Wyatt's office.3 Along with the apparent food shortages have 
come rising prices of staple foods, which creates additional 
anxiety amongst disadvantaged communities.4

Food security exists where ‘all people at all times have 
physical and economic access to sufficient safe and nutritious 
food that meets their dietary needs and food preferences for 
an active and healthy life.’5 There are four pillars of food se-
curity: (a) food availability (b) food access, including both 
affordability and transport (c) food utilisation and (d) the 
stability of the food supply.6 Conversely, food insecurity is 
defined as a situation in which individuals, households and 
communities have limited or uncertain ability to meet these 
conditions that might or might not be accompanied by hun-
ger.7,8 The outcome of food insecurity is poorer physical and 
mental health outcomes.6,9

The prevalence of food insecurity in Australia varies from 
4% to 14%,10 but in disadvantaged populations it can be as 
high as 83%.6 Even at the lower end of this percentage, it 
means approximately 1 million Australians are experiencing 
food insecurity. The factors that impact on food insecurity 
are poverty, unemployment, low educational levels, social 
isolation, food literacy and time6,9-11 many of which put peo-
ple living rural, regional and remote communities at greater 

risk. Additional challenges for those living in remote parts of 
Australia are being able to source good-quality fresh produce 
away from urban areas.7 Unemployment rates in rural areas 
are lower under usual conditions, so rising rates of unem-
ployment during the coronavirus pandemic might precipitate 
higher prevalence of food insecurity, particularly for those re-
gions that have been affected by drought and the recent bush 
fires, where agricultural and tourism businesses have taken a 
severe hit.

In terms of solutions to addressing food insecurity in rural, 
regional and remote Australia, food relief charitable agen-
cies play a key role in responding to the immediate needs of 
people experiencing food insecurity.10 However, while these 
services can help to reduce hunger and offer interventions to 
improve food knowledge and skills, they do not reduce the 
underlying causes of food insecurity.6,11 It is not reasonable 
to expect that lasting improvements to food insecurity come 
from individual and charity-led responses.9

Instead, governments at all levels—national, state and 
local—have critical roles to play in addressing food insecu-
rity. Poverty is one of the main factors for a household being 
food insecure, so Australian government policies that im-
prove household financial resources through fair welfare pay-
ments and potentially subsidised groceries will enable people 
to feed themselves in culturally appropriate ways.6 Since the 
Federal Government announced the stimulus package during 
COVID-19, JobSeeker allowances have been increased and 
other social security benefits have been boosted, which will 
provide some protection against food insecurity for vulnera-
ble individuals, families and communities. Policies that are 
directed towards improving living and working conditions 
for disadvantaged people are also necessary to address the 
underlying causes of food insecurity.

At the local level, strategies to improve food security in 
rural communities could include collaborative efforts between 
relevant stakeholders, such as state and local governments as 
well as private industry. The Alliance's virtual conversation12 
on affordable and nourishing food for rural and remote com-
munities considers policy and practical solutions.

An initiative that has shown promise was a program funded 
by a local health district in two rural local government areas 
in Victoria, which improved access to fruit and vegetables 
through small store incentives.13 In the context of changing 
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weather patterns and climate change, local governments are 
particularly well placed to use environmental sustainability 
principles to guide the development of food security pro-
grams in Australia.14 Under the Public Health and Wellbeing 
Act in Victoria, each local government has the responsibility 
for creating a health and well-being plan, which provides an 
opportunity to address the issues of climate change and food 
insecurity, while improving community capacity, building re-
silience and social cohesion.7 Shared principles for both food 
sustainability and food security are ecosystems' protection 
and biodiversity; food justice and fairness; and valuing local 
economies, local food systems and community resilience.14

It is at the local level where concerted responses to food 
insecurity are required, because this is where people expe-
rience food insecurity. Importantly, local strategies must be 
supported by the Australian Government and state govern-
ments that provide the other supports that people need.

Gabrielle O'Kane PhD, Chief Executive Officer
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